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1 Introduction
This book is based on Elin Gunleifsen’s PhD dissertation and it focuses
on the study of prototypical attributive possessive constructions in two
spoken dialects among young people in two parts of the Agder region
in Norway: Kristiansand and Arendal. As the book is subtitled “En kom-
parativ studie av talespråklig variasjon og endring i Kristiansand og
Arendal”, the study investigates possessive constructions from an inter-
disciplinary perspective including grammatical, dialectological, and so-
ciolinguistic viewpoints. The book consists of nine chapters, a summary
in English, references and an appendix that contains examples of ques-
tionnaires and tables that summarize the results of the main investiga-
tion. In this review I give a summary of the nine chapters and then
present some discussion mainly concerning the analyses sketched in the
chapter about the main investigation. 
2 Summary of chapters
Chapter 1 is introductory and provides the goals of the study. The study
investigates attributive possessive constructions that are of four different
structural types: -s form (hans bil), -ses form (hanses bil) and its reverse
order (bilen hanses), sin form (han sin bil) and a prepositional form
(bilen til Peter). These four types of constructions are examined with
respect to the phonological, syntactical, geographical and individual pa-
rameters in order to give answers to the following research questions:
(i) How do the speakers of each dialect use the four possessive construc-
tions, and what linguistic factors have an influence on the choice of each
type? (ii) Are there any differences in the use of possessive forms be-
tween the two dialects that are attributed to geographical differences and
other linguistic external factors? (iii) Are there any individual differences
in the use of possessive forms that cannot be attributed to either the ge-
ographical or linguistic internal factors?
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Chapter 2 concerns the background of the study. Given that the tra-
ditional approaches in the field of dialectology primarily focus on the
lexical aspects of target constructions, the author emphasizes that her
study, which investigates the morphosyntactic and semantic aspects as
well as the geographical and sociolinguistic aspects of the possessive
constructions, is a contribution to the new studies of spoken Norwegian,
many of which contain an interdisciplinary perspective.
The first part of Chapter 3 provides an overview of the previous stud-
ies on third person nominal possessive constructions in Scandinavian
languages. The previous literature reveals that there are various posses-
sive forms with a third person nominal in Norwegian that apparently
seem to constitute a large group of exceptions to the possessive con-
structions on inquiry. The author carefully examines such forms con-
sulting with the previous syntactic analyses and classifies them into
relevant categories. For example, a construction like huset hans Per, that
does not seem to belong to the prototype form at a first glance, is ana-
lyzed as a preposed possessum form followed by a pronominal posses-
sor.
In the second part of this chapter, the author discusses historical as-
pects of the possessive forms. Concerning the morpheme s, the previous
studies more or less agree on a domestic origin view in which s origi-
nates from the Old Norse strong masculine/neutral inflectional morphol-
ogy and later reanalyzed as a bound pronoun.  As for the sin form,
however, there is great controversy with respect to its origin. The author
summarizes two opposing views on this. One maintains that the sin form
is derived from Low German and brought into Norwegian via contact
with the Hanseatic league. This view rests on the geographical facts that
the sin form is dominantly observed in the coastal area, and also a se-
mantic reasoning that the current sin form does not involve reflexive
meanings that are the core meaning of the traditional use of sin. The
other view argues for a domestic origin of the sin form by connecting
sin with a personal pronoun that appears in the older form of the corre-
sponding constructions. The author emphasizes the importance of study-
ing the historical source of the sin possessive since this relates to
discussion on Norwegian purism.   
In Chapter 4 the author presents a more precise definition of proto-
typical possessive constructions based on previous studies in the litera-
ture. The definition consists of the following five semantic based
Kaori Takamine 129
descriptions: a possessor must be definite and human, a possessum must
be inanimate and usually a concrete object, the relation between a pos-
sessor and a possessum must be exclusive (hence they cannot be incor-
porated into a compound word like sjefsstol), the possessor–possessum
relation must be somehow long-term (hence bussen min in “Der kommer
bussen min!” is excluded) and a possessor must have a local/concrete
possession relationship with a possessum (therefore abstract possessum
and deverbal nominalization like guttens påfunn are excluded). Inalien-
able possession (mannens arm) and kinship terms (mors sønn) are also
defined as a prototypical possession due to the possessor’s status as an
animate nominal.
Since the s morpheme is homonymous, there are various s forms that
are not targets of the main investigation. These are: measurement ex-
pressions (ei ti liters bøtte), description (en fotballens mester), superla-
tive s form (bøkenes bok), and a deverbal nominal in which s marks an
argument (Amerikas oppdagelse). In order to exclude these irrelevant
pseudo-possessors from her investigation, the author provides syntactic
diagnostics in addition to the semantic definitional properties. The pro-
noun replacement test and paraphrase into a predicative sentence are in-
cluded in the diagnostics. Given that a prototypical possessor must be
animate, a possessor in a prototypical possessive construction may be
replaced with a personal pronoun or an animate possessor without
changing the meaning or making the construction ungrammatical (ei ti
liters bøtte à *Hans/Pers ti liters bøtte). Likewise, a prototypical pos-
sessive construction should be able to be paraphrased into a predicative
construction that yields an ownership meaning (en fotballens mester à
*fotball har en mester).
Chapter 5 discusses the research methodology. The author adopts a
questioning method combined with a carefully designed game as a sup-
plement test. She notes that this method is designed to acquire more vari-
ables and a wider range of linguistic materials for analysis, and therefore
in comparison with quantitative methods it is better suited to her re-
search, which investigates an individual use of possessive forms. Fur-
thermore, in order to increase the reliability and validity of the main
investigation, the author checks and controls the data in the three differ-
ent levels.
Chapter 6 describes the practical aspects of the main investigation.
The data collection took place in the form of an interview and a game
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that the author constructed herself. The author recruited 70 informants
aged between 17 and 18 from two upper secondary schools in Arendal
and Kristiansand to join the field work (34 from Kristiansand and 36
from Arendal). All the informants are from the local area, have at least
one parent from the local area, and are supposed to maintain each local
dialect. In an interview the author gave each informant a predicative sen-
tence that contains a possessive expression like “Jeg har en bil. Det er
min bil. Hvis Kari har en bil, er det …” Informants were then asked to
continue with the utterance, with an expectation that they produce a tar-
get construction. Of the 70 informants who joined the interview, 21 par-
ticipants were further tested by means of a game in order to control the
validity of the data. It is reported that the interview method successfully
induced possessive forms in various syntactic positions. 
Chapter 7 presents the results of the main investigation. The main
observation in a macro perspective is that the choice among the different
forms of possessive in both dialects is influenced by several linguistic
factors. The category of the possessor is one of the main determining
factors. The author found that the s form is most frequently used in both
dialects when the possessor is non-pronominal (61.3 % in Kristiansand
and 67.2 % in Arendal). In contrast, with a pronominal possessor the
two dialects adopt different forms: the sin form is primarily used in the
Kristiansand dialect (64 %), whereas the ses form is preferred in the
Arendal dialect (34.9 %). However, this general category restriction is
less respected in the presence of the other linguistic factors. Phonological
factors are one of these factors. A possessor that ends with an alveolar
fricative sound prefers sin/ses forms to the prominent s form in order to
avoid a non-favored fricative consonant cluster following the long
vowel. Thus the patterns like Jens sin bil (52.2 % in Kristiansand and
44 % in Arendal) are favored over the alternative s forms Jens bil (23.5
% / 15.3 %). The morphosyntactic complexity of the possessor is another
factor that seems to influence the choice of the possessive form wit-
nessed by the fact that the prepositional form is preferred to the s forms
when the possessum is modified by an adjective with a non-pronominal
possessor (greie barn til Kari). 
Returning to the category of the possessor, the author reports that
among the non-pronominal possessors a proper name possessor prefers
the sin form to the other forms, whereas a common noun possessor fa-
vors the dominant s form. The author correlates the higher frequency of
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the sin form with a proper name possessor with its referentiality. Her
explanation is based on a hypothesis that an animate possessor is linked
to the sin form and a conjecture that the more referential the possessor
is, the more animate it is. Given that a proper name is inherently more
referential than a common noun, the former and not the latter is assigned
the sin form in this analysis. 
If the author’s hypothesis on the correlation between the referential-
ity and the sin form is correct, personal pronouns that are considered to
be inherently referential are predicted to combine with the sin form and
not with the s form. As the author’s main observation indicated, this
seems to be the case in the Kristiansand dialect, in which personal pro-
nouns favor the sin form at a high percentage (approximately 76 %) over
the s form (approximately 7 %) except for the masculine pronoun hans
which is assumed to have undergone standardization in both dialects. In
the Arendal dialect, on the other hand, the choice among the different
possessive forms displays more complexity when the possessor is a pro-
noun. In this dialect the traditional ses form like hoses bil (37.6 %) is
the most preferred form with a feminine/plural possessor. At the same
time, the sin form (approximately 25 %) is used with a significantly high
frequency compared to the s form (approximately 8 %). Furthermore,
the Arendal dialect develops the short form from the ses form (hos >
hoses), which is a unique phenomenon in this dialect. The author attrib-
utes the difference between the two dialects with respect to the use of
the sin form to dialect specific phonological factors. Since the sin form
and the ses form occur in the same linguistic environment, i.e., when
the possessor is a proper name and/or when the possessor ends with a
fricative consonant, the author presumes that the sin form is developed
from the traditional ses form. The author then hypothesizes that because
the Kristiansand dialect contains a short syllable with distinctive stress,
the ses form (e.g., hosses) may have been easily replaced with the sin
form (e.g., ho sin). Furthermore, the author points out that the lack of
the short pronoun form in this dialect may also be attributed to the same
factor, given that the long vowel is prerequisite for the formation of the
short pronoun form.
The structural position of the possessive expression is also reported
to correlate with a choice of the possessive form. The ses form is more
frequently used in the predicate position than in other argument posi-
tions. A prepositional form (jakka til Kari) and other forms with a pre-
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posed possessum (jakka hos) appear at a higher frequency in the object
position than in the other positions.     
Chapter 8 discusses the results of the investigation in a micro per-
spective. In this chapter the author focuses on variation among individ-
ual speakers with respect to the possessive forms they adopt. Although
the large picture shows that in the Kristiansand dialect the sin form is
used dominantly, the use of the traditional ses form is still observed in
some individual speech, for example, some use the ses form with the
masculine pronoun but the sin form with other pronouns. Likewise in
the Arendal dialect, in which the ses form is dominantly used, some
speakers prefer the sin form. The author analyzes the individual variation
observed in both dialects as a manifestation of a possible on-going lan-
guage change. Her hypothesis is that the traditional ses form is in the
process of being replaced by the sin form. The analysis of language
change she adopts is characterized by the subdivision of speakers ac-
cording to their degree of the preferences to the traditional and the new
forms. The subdivision consists of a “modern” speaker, who has com-
pleted the process, a “transitional” speaker, who is in the middle of the
process and a “traditional” speaker, who is in the initial state of the
process. A language is therefore considered to be close to the final state
of the change if it contains more modern speakers. In this analysis, the
Kristiansand dialect has more modern speakers and is analyzed as hav-
ing attained a fairly advanced stage of the language change.  Chapter 9
is a summary. 
3 Discussion
Gunleifsen’s study presents a fine-grained description of how the two
geographically distinct dialects use attributive possessive constructions
as well as individual variations that are found in the dialects internally.
The book therefore contains many very interesting data sets and analyses
that integrate insights from different disciplines, including the study of
grammar, dialects, language change, contrastive study and sociolinguis-
tics. Obviously it is not possible to discuss all aspects of the data that
are documented in this study due to limited space. Instead I will con-
centrate on a few points with regard to her analysis of the main data pre-
sented in Chapter 7.
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In Section 7.2, with regard to the proper name/common noun dis-
tinction and the choice of the sin form, the author claims that animacy
plays a significant role.
Det at proprier i høyere grad enn appellativer har spesifikk referanse og er
inherent definitte, gjør at de rangerer høyere på animathetsskalaen. Dette
mener jeg har betydning for valg av possessiv markør og at valget for mange
informanter, uavhengig av geografisk talemålsvariasjon, ser ut til å falle på
bruk av sin-genitiv der possessor er et proprium. (Gunleifsen 2011: 164)
However, it is not very clear to me whether there is a correlation between
referentiality of the possessor and animacy, given that a non-specific
possessor can apparently be an animate possessor. Neither the relation
between an animacy hierarchy and the choice between the sin form and
the s form is obvious, as indicated by the examples from the second in-
vestigation, in which an animal possessor that is defined as less proto-
typical combines with the sin form (elefanten sin snabel and hesten sitt
hode). Thus it is not clear how the proper name relates to the choice of
the sin form in terms of animacy. It rather seems to me that referentiality
directly relates to the choice of the sin form. Although the author does
not make this explicit, this may be supported by the other part of the re-
sults, that illustrates that a personal pronoun possessor, which is stan-
dardly considered to be referential, combines with the sin form at a much
higher frequency. For example, in the Kristiansand dialect 76.9 % of the
occurrences of the feminine pronoun possessor combine with the sin
form, and in the Arendal dialect 27.5 % (a lower frequency in this dialect
is due to the fact that it consistently adopts the ses forms more fre-
quently). This is consistent with the definiteness hierarchy discussed in
the literature, in which personal pronouns are ranked higher than proper
names i.e., personal pronoun > proper name > definite NP > indefinite
specific NP > non/specific NP (Aissen 2002: 3). 
If referentiality is directly relevant to the choice of the sin form, we
can make a prediction that other grammatical factors also affect the
choice. It is usually argued that deixis is located in the highest domain
of the hierarchy, while indefinite description is placed in the lowest do-
main. Given this, a demonstrative possessor is expected to combine with
the sin form at a very high frequency, at least as often as a personal pro-
noun does. On the other hand, a noun with an indefinite article should
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choose the sin form at a much lesser frequency. Thus the hypothesis con-
nects referentiality and the choice of the possessive form combined with
a referential hierarchy. If this is correct, it may present a more fine-
grained pattern of the use of the sin form and therefore may add another
interesting perspective to the study of possessive forms. As for the the-
oretical link between referentiality and the sin form, it may be relevant
to explore the reflexive nature of sin since both involves (co)reference.
In Section 7.5, the author analyzes a preposed possessum construc-
tion as a focus construction in which the possessum is given focus on
the basis of the results from the game tests. The game is designed so that
informants need to ask for a missing object of a person/animal in each
picture. With this investigation the author convincingly demonstrates
that possessum is focused when it is preposed. The author suggests con-
necting this result with a structural position: that a preposed possessum
form may be correlated with the object position. 
Dette punktet kan koples til undersøkelsens del I på den måten at det i
enkelte syntaktiske omgivelser kan være slik at språkbrukerne finner det
mest naturlig eller hensiktsmessig å fremheve possessum, for eksempel i
objekt. (Gunleifsen 2011: 198)
However, it is not very clear to me whether there is substantial correla-
tion between the object position and the preposed possessum form, given
that the results from the interview summarized in Table 17 show that the
prepositional form in fact occurs more frequently in the subject position
(26.8 % in Kristiansand and 14.7 % in Arendal) than in the object posi-
tion (15.8 % and 12.8 %). 
Finally I would like to underline that Attributive uttrykk for proto-
typisk possessivitet integrates grammatical insights into the study of di-
alectology, sociolinguistics and language change, and it presents a new
multidisciplinary description and analysis of attributive possessive con-
structions in Norwegian dialects. In this sense, Gunleifsen’s book makes
a good reference to those who investigate the relevant constructions, and
her work is clearly a contribution to the field of linguistics. 
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